Post Kantian Western Philosophy and the influence of Science on Philosophy

We saw in Chapter one that the British Philosopher John Locke maintained that “all
knowledge of the world must rest finally on  Sensory experience”. This followed by
inner reflection s what gives rise to ideas. According to him the mind is at first a blank
tablet upon which experience writes. The mind possesses innate powers, but not ideas.
This was quite in contrast with Descartes, Spinoza and Leibnz who had held that mind
alone through its recognition of self-evident truths achieved knowledge and sensory
impressions and the delineation of the nature  of the external world. For this purpose,
following Galileo and Descartes, he introduced the ideas of primary and secondary
qualities, the primary ones being those that characterized external material objects like
weight, shape, motion etc and the secondary qualities being taste, odour, colour etc that
are subjective experiences of the humans. Locke maintained that the primary qualities
produce ideas that genuinely represent the characteristics of the external objects and the
secondary qualities produce ideas that are a consequence of the subjects’ perceptual
apparatus. But Berkeley who followed Locke, emphasized that a rigorous analysll%:learly
pjiints"d™all qualities that humans register whether primary or secondary"are ultimately
experienced as “ideas” in the mind”. There is no definite way of knowing the precise
nature of the external world.  All human experience, according to Berkeley, is
phenomenal, limited to appearances in the mind"To be” is to “to be perceived by mind”
(esse est percepi).

To account for the similarity of perception of different individuals, Berkeley had
to bring in the idea ofa “universal mind” - “mind of God”, The Universal mind had the
role to produce sensory ideas in individual minds according to certain patterns which are
recognized by individuals as “laws of nature”.

David Hume, who followed Berkeley, did not agree with either Locke’s
ontention on representative perception nor Berkeley’s identification of external objects
/ with internal ideasj finally rooted in the mind of God. Causal relation is never directly
experienced by the mind, except as experiences of coexistence or in time sequence. Even
space and time according to him are not objective. These notions are abstracted by the
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mind. Hume’s questionings undermined even logical deductions since causality itself
was questioned.  This became a source of discomfort even for the scientist. For Hume,
the human mind could never claim access to the world’s happenings. The mind was a
bundle of incohert perceptions and no objective knowledge could thus be obtained.
Hume's extreme skepticism meant no God, no order, no causality, no substantial world.
The order that man perceived was due to psychological habit and instinctual needs.

Kant who came on the scene in the latter half of the eighteenth century, had the
task of resolving these highly contradictory view points and at the same time take
cognisance of the scientific developments that had taken place. Kant was fully aware
that Newton and his successors in the field of science had obtained real and definite
knowledge of a kind of the external world, despite Hume’s criticisms.

Another aspect of science was the success of  mathematical formulations. If
laws of mathematics and logic had their origin in the human mind, what is the basis for
saying that the actual world should conform to these laws? It is this correspondence that
science had vindicated. Kant turned the tables around and said that the world that
Science explicated was the one that mind’s own cognitive apparatus had created. For
Kant, the mind was not just a passive receiver of sense data. The mind actively “digests”
and “structures” the sense data. Thus the world that is available to the human mind is the
one that is already organized by it in accordance with its own processing of the sensing
data.  The data gets sorted out into the mind’s * categorlﬂs a@d “framework” of
cognition. In short it is not the mind that conforms to things, jPtt t Rlngs conform to mind.

According to Kant, space and time are not drawn from experience, but are
presupposed in experience. They constitute the invariable context in which events are
observed. He was categorical that space and time were not characteristic of the world
itself, but they came into effect in the act of human observation and therefore grounded
in the mind. Space and time, as well as causation are a prior/other categories like
substance, quality, relation etc were also a priori.
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Experience, according to Kant, is the construction of the mind imposed on
sensation and the world exists only to the extent that man constructs it. Reality for man
I necessarily one’s own making. The reality of the external world is therefore something
that one can never be certain of.

Kant emphasised  the necessity of the combined operations of sensing and
thinking to know something about the world. The important aspect is that these have to
be simultaneous for interpretation. Man’s knowledge of the external reality was
essentially a product of his own cognitive apparatus. The laws of nature were not
independent, but depended on the internal organization carried out by man’s mind in
interaction with external inputs. The necessity for a full* understanding of the formal
structure of the mind and its modes of operation was the highlight of Kant’s philosophical

endeavour. ( We-l &|)

Kant's successors in Germany, Fichte, Schelling and HegeljAo obviate the
problem caused by the inaccessibility of the Noumenon or the-thing-in itself* brought in
the idea of a “universal mind”, “an absolute ego” - a transcendental and supra-individual
principle that spontaneously manifests itself in the world and knows itself through the
mind of man.  They identified the cognitive categories of Kant with tréwtological
categories of the universe.  According to them both the content and jform were

determined by the Universal Mind.

In the last two hundred years after Kant’s death, there has been considerréble
change, as pointed out in the previous chapter, in our understanding of the external world
and the process that go on there, in addition to much greater and deeper underfets™irrg of
the human brain and the processes that go on there, . of all the Universe is orders
of magnitude larger and very much more complicated in terms of its constituents and
processes. Our concepts of space, time, causality, determinism have, radically changed.
Even the concepts of force, field, vacuum have changed. Mass and Energy have been.
unified. Many more laws nature have been discovered and the import?pégf%_}tgﬁi
breakdown of these laws under certain circumstances, but subject to certain
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have hecome evident and these are connected with such prime questions like creation of
matter, creation of the universe etc. Scientific explanations require a reductionistic as
well as a holistic, individual as well as statistical interpretations/in explaining different
phenomena.

The most significant development of the 20t century has been the discovery of
fundamental particles which are the ultimate constituents of matter and radiation and
carriers of electromagnetic*weak and strong forces as we dismsggd in the previous
chapter. Despite the discovery of these particlesand) elucidation of their properties,
some of the leading theoretical physicists of the 20t century have in no uncertain terms
havi# favoured an Idealist philosophy akin to that put forward by Plato in the fourth
century BC.  Werner Heisenberg, who played a major role in the development of
Quantum Mechanics, says “.... In spite of the tremendous success that concept of the
atom has achieved in modem science® Plato was very much nearer to the truth about the
structure of matter than Leucippus or Democritus”

While behaviour of the elementary constituents can be described only in terms of
quantum theory, the problem is that quantum theory itself can be described only in &
mathematical language and the ordinary intuitive concepts we use to describe physical
objects and phenomena like position, velocity, colour, size and so on, when applied to
individual particles lose their validity in the classical sense. Heisenberg states “The
smallest units of matter are, in fact, not physical objects, in the ordinary sense of the
word™they are “forms”, “structures” or in Plato’s sense - ldeas which can be
unambiguously spoken of only in the language of mathematics. Democritus and Plato
both had hoped that in the smallest units of matter they would be approaching the “one”
the unitary principle that governs the course of the world. Plato was convinced that this
principle can be expressed and understood in mathematical form. The central problem of
theoretical physics nowadays is the mathematical formulation of the natural law.?
underlying the behaviour of elementary particles.



According to Plato, “material things are the copies, the shadow images of ideal
shapes in reality. This pure ideal being is apprehended not by senses, but through acts
of mind. The ideal being 1is not in anyway in need of man’s thought in order to be
brought forth by him. On the cont raryO IS the true being of which the corporeal world
and human thinking are reproductions.

The famous astronomer Kepler also talks about innate archetypes that bring about
recognition of forms. Wolfgang Pauli (1900-1958) another eminent quantum physicist
says “The process of understanding in nature, 1.e,, in becoming acquainted with new
knowledge, seems therefore to resjt upon a correspondence, a coming into congruence of
the pre-existent internal images of human psyche with external objects and their
behaviour.  Kepler in fact speaks of ldeas which preexist in the mind of God and
imparted accordingly - upon the soul as the image of God. These prpmal images, Kepler
calls archetypes”. In Phaedrus, Plato says “The soul remembers ajg{ were something it
had unconsciously possessed all along........ The soul is awe-strickén and  shudders at
the sight of beautiful for it" feels something is evoked in it that was not imparted to it
from without senses, hbut has always been already laid down in a deeply unconscious
region”.

Another founding father ofquanlgum mechanics, Erwin Schrodinger (1887-1961)
also subscribed strongly to the idea of onenesd ays;“The same elements compose my
mind and the world. This situation is the same in every mind and its world, in spite of
the unfathomable abundance of “cross-references” between them. The world is given to
me only once, not one existing and one perceived. Subject and object are only one. The
barrier between these cannot be said to have broken down as a result of recent
experiments in the physical sciences, for this barrier does not exist”.

Schrodinger identifies this one with the 'ego’, 3'd “I” and “Consciousness”.
According to him “the reason why our sentient, percipient and thinking ego is met no
where in the scientific world picture is - it s itself the world picture. 1t is identical with
the whole and therefore cannot be contained as part of it”. He emphasises “I” am the



person, if any, who controls the motion of atoms according to laws of nature. This “I" in
the Christian faith is God Almighty and in Vedantha it is Atman = Brahman =
Consciousness. | is the ground stuff upon which all experiences and memories are
collected. “Hence this life of yours which you are living is not merely a piece of entire
existence, but is in a certain sense the whole”.

Sir James Jeans (1877-1946) an eminent physicist of the early part of the century,
who later became famous as science writer and the author of the books “Philosophy of
Physics”, “ihe INYysterious IAiiverse” etc, Is quite categorical in his views: “To my mind,
the laws that Nature obeys are less suggestive of those which a machine obeys in its
motion than those which a musician obeys in writing a fugue, or a poet in composing a
sonnet.  The motion of electrons and atoms do not resemble those of the parts of a
locomotive so much as those of the dances in a cotillion. And If “the true essences of
substances” for forever unknowable, it does not matter whether the cotillion is danced at
aball inreal life or on a cinematography screen or in a story of Boccasio. If all this is so,
then the universe can be best pictured, although still very imperfectly and inadequately
as consisting of pure thought, the thought of what, for want of a wider word, we must
describe as a mathematical thinker”. Streams of knowledge are heading towards a non-
mechanical reality. Substantial matter resolves itself into a creation and manifestation of
mind. “Mind has to be hailed as the creator and governor of the realms of matter - not
of course our individual minds, but the mind in which atoms out of which our individual
minds have grown and exist as thoughts”.

Arthur Eddington, (1882-1944) the famous British astronomer, astrophysicist,
and author of several popular books on science was also quite categorical in his
assessment of what the ultimate reality is. “.......the stuff of the world is mind-stuff.
The mind stuff of the world is of course, something general than our individual
conscious minds, but we may think of its nature as not altogether foreign to the feelings
In our consciousness”. Eddington goes on to say “the realistic matter and fields of force
of the former physical theory (prior to quantum theory) are altogether irrelevant - except
inso far as the mind stuff itself has spun these imagings. The symbolic matter and fields



of force of the present day theory are more relevant, but they bear to it the same relation
that the bursar’s account bears to the activity of the college”. Our bodies are more
mysterious than our minds which we know by direct self-knowledge.

John Wheeler, a student of Niels Bohr, and a renowned astrophysicist, while
emphasizing the participatory role of man in the creation of the universe and reality says
“May is not a mere spectator to some vast cosmic clock work nor trivial cog in a
machine whose every action is preordained. Man might be an active and vital player in
determining what is real ... Conscious mind is crucially involved in establishing what is
real. That which reaches our sense s at best a confusion of phantasmal energies - not
sights, sounds or any coherent qualities that we project on tijhe physical world until
mental construction takes place, reality must wait in the wings.

According to quantum physics the wave function of a particle, a purely
mathematical thing is the only reality that is there until observation takes place.
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jpr&ifie
negative pf%(eesses by dark energy dJ\f’Hggs Feld that has filled in the

entire Universe.
sfont wu
Therefore, 1t stands to reason to think that there could belsubtle links

between life processes and  ntum vacuum processes especially since the
(uantum vacuum s not a ¢ d system with all its component fields fully

life? What Is consciousness?
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